Billy Mitchell, The Air Service
And The Mingo War”

By Maurer Maurer and Calvin F., Senning

On Friday afternoon, August 26, 1921, “three monster olive-
Feen planes” bearing Air Service markings were lined up on a
weld at Kanawha City, across the river from Charleston, West Vir-

. Toa reporter with memories of ghp recent war in Europe,
ﬂhﬁdd had “the appearance of a miniature squadron base in

France.” The Army officers who had flown the planes from Boll-
ing Field i;{h the nati%n’s capital had on Sam Browne belts that were

ing with the weight of side arms.” Mechanics in “greasy jump-
ers” hurried about their work as trucks arrived with gasoline and
supplies. One of the planes, the one with “the pennant of the fleet

ip on its rudder,” was named Seagull.' It belonged to a
brigadier general wearing “a pistol, four rows of ribbons and two
spurs.” The spurs did not fool anyone. Billy Mitchell was a famous
aviator. He was so famous, in fact, that the reporters insisted on
referring to him as the “Commander of Army Airmen” or as the
“Chief of Air Service,” whereas in reality he was the second in com-
mand, the Assistant Chief.’

For several weeks Mitchell had been engaged in Project B,
the bombing exercises against the Ostfriesland and other warships.
But Mitchcfl realized that sinking the navy was not enough. In
order to gain fuller support for the Air Service, and for his theories
of air power, he would have to present to the public the picture of
& versatile instrument capable of serving the nation in many ways.
Thus, when a small “war” broke out in West Virginia in 1921 as a
result of labor troubles in the coal industry, Mitchell welcomed the
opportunity to demonstrate the tactical mobility of the Air Service and
s uscfulness in quelling civil disturbances.*

~ Jobha L. Lewis and the United Mine Workers of America were
rymg to unionize the mines in Mingo County, southwest of Charles-
toe, i an effort to get hiﬂ:ﬂ wages, better working conditions, and
abowe all, recognition of the right of collective bargaining. When the
operators refused to deal with the union, a strike was called.® In
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Forty-five {1)“ ited Mine Workers, C. Frank Keeney, who left Charles.
trict of the Un the miners and ask them to go home. The sit.
ton at Si:ndec d. had become critical. The top story of the Gazette
wation, o was headlined: “ARMED MINERS AND DEPUTIES
at morning Wik 1o " OGAN COUNTY REPORT; Three Hun-
God Deputies Engaged in Battle With Armed Miners Near Logan
County Eine While Women and Children Flee Territory Into Boone
County-”“
‘dent Harding was keeping a close watch on developments.
On F!:irg:;d:nnomi;; hegconferred with the Assistant Secretary of War,
J. Mayhew Wainwright, and the Army’s Deputy Chief of Staff, Ma-
jor General James G. Harbord. Later that day the trouble in West

Virginia was discussed at a meeting of the cabinet."

While Keeney was on his mission to the front, Captain William
C. Ocker, flying a DH-4 from Bolling Field, arrived at Kanawha
City. Mitchell and his aide, Captain St. Clair Streett, arrived soon
afterward in another DeHavilland, the Seagull.'* As was usual in
an age when the airplane was yet a novelty, a large crowd gathered to
see what was goin% on, and as usual the airmen had trouble keeping
the children away from the machines. Quite naturally there was spec-
ulation concerning the reason the planes were there. Some people
thought that the Army was preparing to establish a permanent air
base ""KWWN City, but persons who “claimed to be versed in
Wrategy” told a reporter that the planes probably would be used to
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trees on the field.'* When Mitchell arrived, he did not hesitate in
telling a reporter how he thought air power might be employed in
WestVirginia:

“All this could be left to the air service,” he said. “If I get or-
ders I can move in the necessary forces in three hours.”

“How would you handle masses of men under cover in gullies?”

“Gas,” said the general. “Gas. You understand we wouldn’t

try to kill these people at first. We'd drop tear gas all over the place.
If they refused to disperse then we’d open up with artillery prepara-

tion and everything.”'”

By 3:30 Friday afternoon it appeared that neither the Air Service
nor any other Army force would be needed. Keeney reported that the
miners had agreed to go home. On Saturday Bandholtz went out to
see for himself. There was a delay while the General talked with

Keeney, but at 11:00 A.M. the party left Charleston in three auto-
mobiles. With the General were his aide, Colonel Stanley H. Ford;
Major Charles F. Thompson, from headquarters of the Fifth Corps
Area; Adjutant General John H. Charnock of West Virginia; Gov-
ernor Morgan’s secretary; a member of the state legislature; several
“war” correspondents; and a representative of the United Mine Work-
ers, William M. Blizzard, who went along to “keep the boogers off.”
Blizzard performed his duties when the cars were stopped by miners
lined up across the road in Boone County. Arriving at one of the
camps, Bandholtz talked to the men, threatening martial law if they
did not go home. The miners were impressed. One of them told
the General, “My Gawd, we would not revolt against the national
gov'ment.” Satisfied with the reaction, Bandholtz returned to
Charleston and boarded a train for Washington. There was nothing

o keep Mitchell at Kanawha City, so he put his spurs into the Sea-
gull and rode back to Bolling Field.'®

But that was not the end of the so-called Mingo War. On
ﬂundaz the daj' after Bandholtz left for Washington, five miners
were Milled and three deputy sheriffs captured in a pitched battle
fought on the border between Boone and Logan Counties. On Mon-
¢ay there were reports that the miners were reassembling to march
on Mingo. The Governor appealed again to the President for fed-
cral troops 1o put an end to the violence. This time after two con-
feremces with Secretary of War John W. Weeks, and a third with

Harbord, Bandholtz, and a delegation from West Virginia, Harding
weued & proclamation nnlcrir::ﬁ't ¢ miners to return home by Thurs-
Say noon, September 1. Bandholtz was sent back to Charleston, and
Woops were again alerted. The troops were not to be sent unless the
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no problem finding men and equipment. For severa]
mkzh:umgr?)sugh tphc summer of 1921, a large part of .the tactical
mng[h of the Air Service had been based at Langley Field as part
of the 1st Provisional Air Brigade that Mitchell had brought together
for Project B. Mitchell thus had his pick of the best. The force he
dispatched to West Virginia was built around, and went under the
name of, the 88th Squadron, but it included men and eqmmnt from
other units and was commanded by Major Davenport Johnson, who
was especially selected for the job.”” Mitchell probably would have
liked to have led his task force himself, but other activities, including
preparations for tests against the battleship Alabama during Sep-
tember, required his attention.?

The field order for the operation was issued at 10:30 A.M., on
Thursday, September 1, by Major William C. Sherman, Assistant
Chief of Staff, 9-3. Ist Provisional Air Brigade. The 88th Squadron,
under Johnson's command, would proceed to Charleston that same
- The planes, fifteen DH-4B's, would be equipped with machine
;:;d with 900 rounds of ammunition. Two Martin
o the fliohs TaNsports, carrying extra ammunition, medi-

spplics, the flight surgeon, and replacements. A
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be shipped by exﬁress. The planes would begin taking off at 11:00
and fly to Roanoke, Virginia, There they would land for replenish-
ment of gas and oil before flying across the main ridges of the Alle-
ghenies to West Virginia. The squadron’s command post would
be at Langley until 3:00 P.M. and thereafter at Charleston.™

At 10:54 a telegram was sent to Roanoke to inform the Mayor
that twenty planes would arrive that afternoon at a field four miles
north of that city. The Mayor was asked to have 2,000 gallons
of high-test gasoline and 200 gallons of oil sent to the field for
the planes.

Lieutenant Rex K. Stoner took off from Langley at 11:00 and
arrived at Roanoke at 1:15. Setting his plane down in a field of
alfalfa, he crawled out of the cockpit and was greeted by Mayor
W. W. Boxley and other city officials. Boxley had made arrange-
ments for gasoline and oil, and tow trucks already had arrived at
the field, on the Price farm, which had been used by Army planes
on a previous occasion. The news had gone around town, and soon
a large crowd gathered to watch the planes arrive.

~ About 4:00 that afternoon, “eight black specks, which looked
like a covey of birds, were seen coming over the top of the moun-
tains east of the city.” Ordering the people from the field, Stoner
spread out a large white sheet to mark the landing ground and then
used a white flag to direct the landing of the planes. When they were
down, the flight leader, Captain Lloyd L. Harvey, reported that
Davenport Johnson had had trouble with his DH-4 and had gone
back to Langley to get another plane.

Two more planes arrived at 4:30, just before it began to rain
very hard. During the storm two planes flew over the field, but they
went on and landed northwest of the city. These planes moved to the
Price farm when the rain was over. Two more arrived at 5:00, and
three, including Johnson'’s, landed half an hour later. Altogether there
were seventeen DH-4's at Roanoke. It was no secret that these
planes were on their way to West Virginia for strike duty, and, as
Johnson remarked to a reporter, “everyone knows [they] are
Beavily laden with machine guns, bombs, and other accessories for
resching lawless bands in mountain passes.”

Johnson had planned to leave the enlisted men to guard the
planes while the officers went to Hotel Roanoke for the Elight, but
Mot of the men were relieved from guard duty when the American
Lepion took over the task of standing watch. Twenty-cight officers
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det Edward J. Snyder had engine trouble and was
Fgﬁtﬁrﬁo;nndocnaa rough field near Beckley, West Virginia. In landing
their DH-4 they hit a small mound, breaking an axle and blowing a

i ts Donald R. Goodrich and Edgar A. Liebhauser
and tlﬁc‘; ?‘:cprvcrs, Sergeant E. E. Dildine and Cadet James A. Lee,
ioined Devery at Beckley the next day. After leaving Roanoke they

bwomcrz)s( in a fog and had spent Friday night at Mooresburg,
Tennessee. On Saturday they had headed their DH-4’s toward
Charleston but had run into a severe storm. Goodrich tried to land,
hit a ditch, wiped off the landing gear, and demolished his plane.
Licbhsuser, running low on gas, landed on the side of a hill. His
DH-4 hit a fence, crashed, and burned.?’

It was miraculous that none of the eight men involved in
these accidents had been killed or seriously hﬁ?t. The only person
who suffered any injury \;u Lovell, whose left arm
. Four
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The crew of another bomber was not so fortunate. Three Martins
were on their way back to Langley on Saturday when they ran into
a severe storm southeast of Charleston. Flying 70 miles an hour at
4,000 feet, the planes were in formation with Lieutenant Harry L.
Speck leading in bomber No. 5, the same plane which six weeks
before had led the final attack on the dreadnought Ostfriesland. As
Speck banked to the left, apparently intending to turn around and go
back to Charleston, his plane went into a nose dive and crashed. The
pilot of one of the other bombers, No. 24, circled as low as possible
and saw Speck’s plane burning on the ground. Unable to find a land-
ing place nearby, No. 24 returned to Charleston, where the crew re-
ported that they had been unable to determine exactly where Speck
had gone down, but thought it was near Poe, in Nicholas County.
The third plane, turning eastward to get out of the storm, landed at
Seebert, West Virginia.

In an effort to locate Speck’s plane, the Army asked for help
from the people in Nicholas County. Davenport Johnson sent his
flight surgeon, Major Samuel M. Story, and Lieutenant Winfield S.
Hamlin from Kanawha City to Nicholas County to direct the search.
The supervisor of the telephone company in that area rang phone
after phone in an attempt to find someone who knew where the
bomber had gone down. Hundreds of people combed the mountains
while Army planes from Kanawha City searched for the wreckage.

On Tuesday, September 6, Ben Hughes of Nicholas County was
searching in a heavily wooded area on the north side of Twentymile
Creek, about ten miles northwest of Summersville, when he heard
faint cries and groans. Pushing through the brush, he soon came upon
the plane. Speck and three others—Lieutenant William S. Fitzpatrick,
Sergeant Arthur R. Brown, and Private Walter B. Howard—had died
in the crash. The fifth member of the crew, Corporal Alexander C.
Hazelton, had survived and, although badly injured, had managed to
crawl a short distance from the wreckage. Hughes gave the Corporal
& drink of water and made him as comfortable as possible before
setting out for help. When Hughes returned with some of the other
searchers, Hazelton was carried more than a mile through the woods
0 » road, placed in an automobile, and taken to Summersville. From
there the Corporal was removed to a hospital at Montgomery, where
doctors found that he had internal injuries that were serious but not
necessanly fatal. By Thursday the Corporal had recovered sufficiently
10 wlk sbout the ‘accident, to tell how Speck had made a heroic
effon o prevent the crash but “had been impotent against the ele-
marnty a1 afternoon funeral services were held at Summersville
for the four men who had died in the crash.”
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holtz and his staff, which besides Ford 'mcluded Colone]

WalteI:u}\cF Bethel of the Judge Ad_vocate General’s Department as
adviser, set up headquarters 1n the Chesglgeake and Pthmac
Telephone Company building in downtown arleston. President
Harding had signed an order declanng martial law in the area, but
it was not to be promulgated unless a solutely necessary. Bandholtz
hoped that the mere presence of federal troops would induce the

miners to capitulate.’

On Friday the General directed Davenport Johnson to send out
his planes to find where the miners were camped. In a message to the
War Department that night, Bandholtz said, “Airplane reconnaissance
upon return reports everything quiet throughout the disturbed area
during reconnaissance. Other reports indicate that there was at least
the usual amount of fighting during the day.”**

The fighting ended quickly, however, when the infan
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on for newsmen,"* There were reports, however, that Army planes
had bombed the miners. Denying that the Air Service was responsible,
Secretary of War Weeks said that state officials had an airplane in
operation, and that if there had been any bombing it apparently had
been done by this machine.”’

One of the planes that Sheriff Chafin had obtained for the Logan
County “army” was used for a bombing mission on Wednesday,

August 31, the day before the 88th Squadron was ordered to West
Virginia. Flying over the battle front, the pilot had dropped a bomb,
that “virtua]ylr;t shook the steep mountain hills” when it hit the ground
and exploded.*®

On the following day a bomb, which fortunately proved to be
a dud, fell between two women who were washing clothes in their
back yard. The district office of the United Mine Workers placed the
bomb on exhibit at its headquarters in Charleston. It was a homemade
device, constructed from two pieces of four-inch pipe, each eight
inches long, connected by a sleeve and capped at each end. Inside
were iron bolts and nuts, and about five pounds of explosive.*

Another mission, dispatched by Chafin on Friday, September 2,
was more successful. This time the bombs went off, forcing the miners
to retire from the position they had held. Newsmen were unable to
learn the number of casualities because the miners had “carried their
dead and wounded away with them.”*°

The 88th Squadron, however, had no part in such operations.
Bandholtz informed the War Department on September 4 that his
planes “were used exclusively for reconnaissance. They have dropped
no bombs and have fired no shots.” Altogether the Squadron flew a
half dozen or so reconnaissance missions. For these operations the
planes carried no ammunition and the pilots wore no side arms. Some
of the planes, however, sustained minor damage from bullets that
presumably were fired by the miners.*'

Many of the people of West Virginia resented the use of federal
force, but the airmen were popular with the citizens of Charleston.
The Army planes attracted a lot of attention by their flights over the
cly.ud‘mdnd-_ of people visited the field at Kanawha City to see
watch the activity. Visitors brought cigars and
cigareties for the and housewives in the area provided coffee
Fre of ice cream.” Except for the accidents, and particularly
e Joss of Speck’s plane, the expedition to West Virginia probably
was & pleasant diversion for the men of the 88th Squadron.
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On Monday, Se ber 5 (Labor Day), Bandholtz made ,
inspection tour an ound everything quict. By Wednesday aj o
the miners had gone home. On Thursday the 88th 9 :
Chemical Warfare detachment, and one pf the infantry regiment.
left for their regular posts. The other regiments were to remain jy
the area as assurance against any furth_er.ttouble, and the 88th Sq; !
ron was to leave a detachment, consisting of two messenger planeg
with the necessary crews, mechanics, and supplies at Kanawha City,
The following Monday Bandholtz turned over command in West
Vi.riinia to Colonel Carl A. Martin of the 19th infantry and went
<

back to Washington.*’ l

The redeployment of the 88th Squadron to Langley Field on
September 8 apparently was accomplished with only one minor acci-
dent. Because of low pressure in the gas tank, Lieutenant Miner made
a forced landing in a small, rough field on the side of a hill near
Narrows, Virginia, some forty-five or fifty miles west of Roanoke.
Neither Miner nor his passenger, Sergeant Rodgers, was injured, and
the only damage to the DH-4B was a broken axle, which was de-
fective.**

A week later one of the DH-4’s that had been held in West
Virginia was involved in an accident. While Lieutenant James A.
Mollison was landing at Kanawha City on September 15, one of
the wheels on his plane collapsed. The landing gear, propeller, and
radiator were damaged, but Mollison and his observer, Private
Howell, were not injured.** The miners gave no more trouble and
at the beginning of October the 88th’s detachment at Kanawha City
rejoined the squadron at Langley Field.*

. The Mingo War was one of the highlights in the 88th’s history

in the years between the First and Second World Wars. The Squadron,

;'rhlcl‘;l sulbg,eqtécntlhy (}Jecame the 436th Bombardment Squadron,
oudly claimed “the distinction of being the only Air Corps uni

to have participated in a civil disturbange."” : i Y

Billy Mitchell was pleased with the operation. Later, in com-

.

menting on the “incredibly short space of time” requi
y sho uired to complete
the movement to West Virginia, he said he had ucged “the samg or-

at sea; now they had crossed the Alleghenies and landed in the midst

of the mountains” To Mitchell the Mingo W :
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